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Maxwell had no sympathy with the superficial materialists
bred in the first wave of evolutionary enthusiasm. In 1874
Tyndall was president of the British Association meeting at
Belfast. His address drew a copious flow of verse from
Maxwell whose muse was exceptionally active in that year.
In his Notes of the President's Address he writes:

In the very beginning of science,

the parsons, who managed things then,
Being handy with hammer and chisel, made

gods in the likeness of men ;
Till Commerce arose, and at length

some men of exceptional power
Supplanted both demons and gods by

the atoms, which last to this hour.

From nothing comes nothing, they told

us, nought happens by chance but by fate ;
There is nothing but atoms and void,

all else is mere whims out of date !
Then why should a man curry favour

with beings who cannot exist,
To compass some petty promotion in

nebulous kingdoms of mist ?

Thus the pure elementary atom, the
unit of mass and of thought,
By force of mere juxtaposition to life
and sensation is brought;
So, down through untold generations,
transmission of structureless germs
Enables our race to inherit the thoughts
of beasts, fishes and worms.
We honour our fathers and mothers,
grandfathers and grandmothers too ;
But how shall we honour the vista
of ancestors now in our view ?
First, then, let us honour the atom,
so lively, so wise, and so small;
The atomists next let us praise, Epicurius,
Lucretius, and all;
Let us damn with faint praise Bishop
Butler, in whom many atoms combined